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A Personal Note: Vocational Objective  
 
 This paper, Setting Fire to the Square, is intended to stimulate discussion relevant to my 
vocational objective in theological librarianship, as per the Boston Theological Institute’s 
requirements of certificate completion in Religion and Conflict Transformation. My interest is 
the role of historical preservation in religious dialogue and the movement toward public 
accountability.  The truth is, libraries have long been sanctuaries of diversity.  We need only 
foster the motivation of patrons and the accessibility to potential users to make a profound effect 
on current events and the reconciliation of the past.  When I first moved to Boston I sat next to a 
victim of homelessness on the train who was dictating a public discourse on nonClassist social 
change.1 While the man in my story sat in the midst of doctors, lawyers, and idealistic students, 
his vision for society rested its sole trust in the library. In my first year at Boston University 
School of Theology, I could not help but remember the nature of his argument and took to it 
religiously, so to speak.  When Professors 
Petersen and Porter taught me about 
Dorotheos of Gaza, I modified the 
paradigm of this sixth century monk to 
modern economics chiefly because, 
whatever choice a person makes out of their 
religious constitution for a framework 
(mine is Christian), our financial crisis 
provokes a global shift of consciousness 
toward what could become the post-
Keynesian era.  Dorotheos said that when 
we understand ourselves faithfully, we 
stand in a circle with God as our center, and 
each point on the circle is another person 
with this equidistant relationship.  If we 
draw closer to God, we condense the circle, 
and therefore have a higher interest in the 
individuals as a whole.  Accordingly, my 
approach is that economic resource 
sustainability is our organized center, the heart of which can only be known through reflective 
exercises to understand all individuals’ needs, respecting a principle of diversity, while we 
consciously assert and act on our own need.  We are a community of stakeholders.  Open access 
to information provides a space for an appropriate exchange to occur.  Through a responsible 
awareness of history, of the victims’ and perpetrators’ unique stories to a given context, there is 
an opportunity to heal—akin to the healing in the hands of a surgeon, the restorative justice 
sought by lawyers, and the affirmation of hope for the work of coming generations.  In a recent 
interview with the New Jersey Library Association, I shared this testimony as I sat in a roomful 
of public librarians, apologetic to my desire to be part of the academy in equal partnership with 
their social cause.  And so, I hope that the following presentation of theological and historical 
witness provides evidence of this, my effort of pragmatic idealism.   
                                                
1 Currently the American Library Association reports that in some locations, libraries are hiring social workers on 
staff.   For more information, please see the American Library Association Direct (24 Feb. 2010), “Libraries Try 
New Ways to Accommodate Homeless Persons” (courtesy of the 20 Feb. 2010 Associated Press). 
Figure 1 Modified Dorothean Wheel 
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Abstract 
 
 Considerations of an historical event are hereafter understood through a Western Judeo-
Christian perspective of religious conflict transformation.  The book burning that set fire to 
square on May 10, 1933, in Berlin was not an isolated phenomenon; rather it bled into the 
romance of war.  Similar events occurred across Nazi Germany and well before the twentieth 
century.  This paper addresses the book burning in Berlin’s Opernplatz for its relevance toward 
the development of a restorative leadership role in the modern university, the route of 
seminarians.  Details of the academy show that, while educational initiative was once a resource 
for violence, reevaluation of knowledge ethics provides meaningful purpose in the task of 
cultural preservation.  Literature is the product of great civilizations; and so by conserving the 
stories of Jewish authors in light of the Holocaust, we find a theological trauma witness to faith 
and destruction.  Conflict transformation requires due acknowledgement of responsibility by all 
parties.  In this case, after the fire extinguished, the responsibility is vested in active memory and 
forever questioning what remains for humanity.   
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 The power of access is by no means 
congruent to the power of expression, but 
both are intricately woven in a violent game 
known well to history, of thieves of humanity 
and agendas for its reformulation.  State 
policies for past genocides elicit systematic 
silence, and so the war against it ensues in 
active cultural memory.  Literature resurrects 
witnesses to articulate more than their lived 
experience permitted them.  This is the 
paradox of Berlin’s Opernplatz, where on 
May 10, 1933, flames licked the pages of 
Jewish authors, some of whom were 
condemned to the same fate.  Moreover, 
Opernplatz left only ashes of its victims.  The 
firsthand witnesses neatly fed the fire in this 
brief spectacle of history.  A corporate cause such as this creates a dilemma for moral reflection 
in historiography.  Conflict studies name the responsible acknowledgement of history a 
momentous step in reconciliation.  Without such action, anxieties check any motion toward the 
gainful perspective that is the very need for transformation.  Politics of complacency must be 
relinquished.  Therefore, justice in the aftermath of Opernplatz demands an extra task of 
preservation.  That is, to recover expression, to recover the senses in context, and to derive what 
the fated books stood for from the threat of their reason to be burned.  It is a reverse exercise of 
the historical moment, that from understanding the book burning at Opernplatz, we can move 
from destruction to faith.   
 
Figure 2  "Book burning in Berlin. Germany May 10, 
1933."  WWP 
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Historical Precedents of German-Jewish Book Burning  
 
 Opernplatz precedents occurred both against and within German Judaism. Meir ben 
Baruch wrote Sha’ali serufah ba-esh, a mid-thirteenth century poem reflecting on the sight of a 
Talmud burning.  Susan Einbinder raises this poem as “an inspired literary invention, a unique 
instance of a martyrological lament whose martyrs are books.”i  Meir ben Baruch did not grieve 
alone: medieval poetry contains as many as fifteen laments for Jewish sacred texts.ii   Books 
were considered as much a victim as the countless human martyrs, as innocent as women and 
children, and as much beloved.  Later, in the early eighteenth century, rabbis reacted to Jewish 
laws written in the vernacular by the same method.  Elhanan Kirchhahn published his book, 
Simhat HaNefesh, several times until finally the section entitled Shulhan Arukh, Orah Harrim, 
and Yorah Deah, and customs for the whole Year was omitted for it to be published in the 
German language with clerical approval in 1796.iii  Simhat HaNefesh experienced just short of a 
full century of book burning.  Pressure came again from the Jewish leaders in Hamburg and 
Altona forbidding publication celebrating a recent political victory for their Austrian brothers in 
faith. An historian noted, “The Jews of Germany... felt it unwise to celebrate, for they feared that 
this might bring harm to Jews at some other time or place.”iv  The portent words ascribed to 1745 
were, “For who knows what the morrow may bring?”v 
 
Cleansing White Heat 
 
Heinrich Heine, whose work the fire consumed in 1933, wrote a century earlier, “Where 
they burn books they will also in the end burn human beings.”vi  Adolf Hitler ignited a cleansing 
White heat.  The fire marked his hundredth day in office.vii  Students purged universities across 
Germany that night and lit a constellation for the heavens to reflect upon. Berlin’s Opernplatz 
lays adjacent to Humboldt 
University, which recently 
celebrated its bicentennial as a 
university founded to be a model for 
Europe’s cultural reform.viii 
According to George L. Mosse, the 
travesty of Humboldt’s founding 
principle, Bildung, produced a 
dangerous perspective for 
academics to strive for cultural 
ideals without due consideration for 
reality.ix  Bildung semantically 
progressed from an apolitical free 
spirit in education to censorship to 
ardent patriotism.  The development 
of self became the quested 
development of a free working class 
German.  Educated society strove to 
eliminate any hindrance.  In the first 
session of his class on Faith and 
Destruction, survivor and Judaic 
Figure 3  “At Berlin’s Opernplatz, an SA man throws books into 
the flames at the public burning of books deemed ‘un-German’. 
Berlin, Germany, May 10, 1933.” USHMM 
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Studies Professor Elie Wiesel remarked on the evolution of violence in our own society: “The 
First World War was a war of vengeance... the Second World War, the bombing destroyed 
cities... Today it is different—in houses, in universities.”x  As evidence to the contrary, nearly 
seventy-five years earlier, pro-Nazi students crusaded within the university walls, expediting the 
desperation of destruction. Initially the response outside of Germany toward the book burnings 
regarded it as a student prank on their universities, and not the demonstration loaded with 
implications it is branded today.xi  The Deutsche Studentenschaft’s demonstration boasted 
cultural initiative to other Nazi youth organizations, so much so that its execution heralded 
policy making and gained quick support from the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and 
Propaganda.xii Historians only document one professor of Germanist persuasion who publicly 
renounced book-burning activities.xiii  Rising generations setting books on fire in the capitol 
square embodied the rush of a new empire. A famous argument by sixteenth century scholar 
Johannes Reuchlin censured such a prospect for his nation, to dare to fight a holy battle without 
being equipped by knowledge.  The strategy of his contemporaries was such that confiscating 
Jewish sacred text would eliminate an obstacle for conversion.  Reuchlin implored the German 
crown, Emperor Maximilian I,  
 
What glory would be theirs; how would they prove themselves to be reliable 
scholars and masters of Christian theology if the Talmud had been burned and no 
longer existed? For in that case, no one could tell any longer if their arguments 
and refutations were true or false, since the subject of those arguments, the very 
book they were refuting, was no more!xiv   
 
For the Third Reich totalitarianism, knowing only an order of absolutes, such justice would not 
be rendered.   
 Theoretically, nationalism necessitates that sovereignty is metaphysical in nature and that 
its practice supersede other moral obligations. xv   Indeed, an ornamental inscription of the 
Nationalsozialismus uniform assured the soldiers Gott mit uns: God with us.  Nazi sentiment 
fought their war of words with guns and fire.  Johannes Reuchlin battled to save the Talmud, but 
supremacy escalated in the twentieth century to aggressively question all Jewish composition. 
Romanticism contributed to Nazism by the belief that spirits of a person were ingredient to their 
cultural aspects, including literature.xvi  Nazis propagandized the illegitimacy of contributions to 
German culture without German spirit, and accordingly the Jews using German language to 
convey their spirit in their literature committed treason,xvii a breach of security that must be 
addressed. Distant was the voice of Reuchlin, who urged never to take a book away against the 
will of its holder, adding, “For books are as dear to some as children.”xviii  Events were arranged 
to broadcast the burning by radio at its most viable hour.xix  Behind a recording of a Nazi news 
report of May 10, 1933, looking on the sight of the square, one can distinguish a roar from the 
crowd as each work is dedicated to the flames.xx   
 
A Human Face to Material Martyrdom 
 
 As the pursuit progressed, dissenting Germans offered their Jewish neighbors hiding and 
means of escape, while some went as far as hiding condemned books inside of a sofa.  In a 
clandestine collaborative effort of Hamburg’s local government and British, an entire library of 
80,000 books and shelves were moved to England just weeks before they would have been 
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destroyed.xxi  The number of self-inflicted book and document burnings increased in 
apprehension of Hitler’s growing power, and even if arrest was inevitable, such an act concealed 
names in hopes to provide for those needing escape.xxii  The wartime environment became a 
place of material martyrdom.   
Rebecca Knuth suggested, “The phenomenon of pairing human and cultural destruction 
to extreme ends was proof that war had spread to the heart of humanity itself.”xxiii  One horror of 
the Holocaust is especially grappling, and its pith is an agonizing question:  How does one 
witness to another of God and the sense of abandon? Historical German Jewish concerns for 
book burning according to Einbinder are plagued by,  
 
  Fear that God has forgotten them, its insistent repetition suggests the fear that  
  without their books, the Jews will no longer remember themselves… threatened  
  with the loss of their books is the fragile weave of sacred and social history  
  wrought by learning and memory.xxiv   
 
That very association fed the Third Reich’s strategy for annihilation.  Knuth described a Fuhrer 
Hitler who gazed at books as cannily as he would pawns: “Human life and material artifacts were 
victims of the ideas that gave life to parallel nationalisms: the commitment to racial supremacy 
and national expansions that drove the Axis Powers.”xxv   
Knuth’s overall work explained the birth of a new warfare in the twentieth century 
libricide, but in fact there is a parallel in the ancient context of the Hebrew Scriptures.  The 
cherem is function of faith through destruction.  Priestly literature outlines varied levels of 
destruction, and a cherem recounted in Numbers 31 leaves no trace of the enemy, even cleansing 
the blood off of the warriors’ hands.  Adolf Hitler invoked, “I am acting in accordance with the 
will of the Almighty Creator: by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of 
the Lord.”xxvi  In response to the Holocaust, Hector Avalos contended that the active concerns for 
ethnic cleansing and suspicion of foreigners in parts of the Hebrew Scripture make for what he 
calls a “tragic irony.xxvii  While this statement poses an obvious risk for wounds, a constructive 
foothold for the conflict transformation practitioner is found in Wendy Doniger’s work, The 
Implied Spider: “Similarity and difference are not equal, not comparable: they have different 
uses... Similarity for stability, to build political bridges, to anchor our own society, while we spin 
narratives to deal with our uneasiness at the threat of difference.”xxviii  Can we effectively build 
the modern community with the righteousness of Phinehas? (Numbers 25:11) Perhaps 
righteousness has become an indulgence for the history makers, an unparalleled justification for 
the most criminal of minds.  
 The fascist German government curbed opposition by burning books, and Knuth 
reasoned that this very strategy linked cultural artifacts with a will to freedom.xxix  Charlotte 
Guthmann Opfermann, a former prisoner of the Theresienstadt concentration camp, recalled the 
use of contraband books in attempts to smuggle poison, for toilet paper, and a means to 
safeguard sanity with the remaining pages.  The human spirit of literature, however, was only 
restored to her after the war was over, and even then each displaced volume changed hands of a 
victim to be mourned.xxx  Elie Wiesel, a prominent Holocaust author, similarly expressed,  
 
So heavy was my anguish that I made a vow not to speak, not to touch upon the 
essential for at least ten years.  Long enough to see clearly.   Long enough to learn 
to listen to the voices crying inside of my own.  Long enough to regain possession 
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of my memory.  Long enough to unite the language of man with the silence of the 
dead.xxxi  
 
Literature resurrects witnesses, and their testimony becomes a part of cultural history.  In the 
powerful and poetic voice of Hans J. Hillerbrand, “Words make possible an awareness of a past, 
and a present, and a future, a sense of wonder about what there was before we were and what 
there will be when we are no more.”xxxii  
In a time of impending persecution, Hilde Wenzel, a German Jew, did not fear her 
patrons so much as seek to understand their humanity, cataloguing a patron’s reading and 
regarding their life anxieties in a historically profound method of conversation.xxxiii Hill 
described Wenzel and her patrons’ relationships: “The exchange of confidences involved risks, 
responsibilities and counsel, especially when Hilde obtained dubious or even forbidden books for 
her clientele.”xxxiv  Theologian Miroslav Volf deconstructed the physical elements of embrace 
into spiritual mechanics. In summary, 
 
  I open my arms, make a movement of self toward the other, the enemy, and do  
  not know whether I will be misunderstood, despised, even violated or whether my 
  action will be appreciated, supported, and reciprocated…a savior or a victim.xxxv   
 
Wenzel was already a social victim of her political context, but still through exchanging books, 
she preserved justice in active recognition of another human being.  In the face of destruction, 
she moved in faith. 
 
A Monument for Justice  
 
At the collapse of imperialism and world war, an internationalist argument established 
justice to concern humanity before state in order to combat the horrors of a recent history.xxxvi  
Postwar trials defined injustice as an act denying the status and value of a person in their most 
basic human form.xxxvii  As justice extended universally, John D. Carlson observed that the 
isolated prosecution of genocide leaders nullified collective responsibility.xxxviii Consequently, all 
citizens are victims of their context.  Legality resorts to wrong place at the wrong time, and 
international courts are less enthusiastic to issue subpoenas for trivial indictments.  Gerhard 
Fricke is known to be the only German intellectual contrite for his part in the violence against the 
university.xxxix Ought historians to remove narrators from narratives?  According to Carlson, 
“Limited justice accepts tragedy, albeit regretfully, whereas universal justice may actually 
engender it.”xl Ironically, the two men recruited to the Milgram Experiment (1963) were told it 
would entail a memory test, not that participation involved simulated high voltage electric-shock 
administrations to model the Holocaust’s complacent behavior. As a confederate screamed in the 
background, the participant in the role of a shock administrator asked who was responsible for 
the man he heard.xli Perhaps in retrospect the Milgram Experiment indeed exhibited memory, as 
we contemplate our roles in preservation and the stories we tell. Likewise, even some members 
of the Nazi regime might have considered the Humboldt students rash or overdone, but overall 
there was no comment, and subsequent policies reflected complacency.xlii  Lists of censored and 
permitted literature soon circulated Germany, at which one disparaged author saw his 
endorsement and cried, “Burn me!”xliiiIndeed, that author indicted himself by association, an 
interesting reversal of the norm.  
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Reuchlin said, “It is permissible to read and study good and evil side by side: the evil, so 
as to effectively combat it with reason; and the good, strewn among the evil like roses among 
thorns, to be extracted for the sake of our Holy Teachings.”xliv Exiled German writers gathered in 
France to reorganize, and on the first anniversary of the Opernplatz book burning, opened the 
German Freedom Library to house 11,000 volumes and other articles condemned by the Nazi 
lists as well as those on fascism itself.xlv  In a similar effort, years after the cultural devastation, 
postwar Zionism coupled with concerns for historiography inspired many political organizations 
agendas to prioritize the establishment of Jewish libraries.xlvi With this spirit, Hillerbrand spoke 
to the heart of the American Academy of Religion,  
 
  The field of the academic study of religion, more so than other fields, raises the  
  specter of censorship and symbolic book burning, because we, the practitioners,  
  reflect on what is a sacred subject matter and holy ground for many.xlvii 
 
World War II existed concurrently on physical and spiritual planes, and in most participating 
nations those two planes were one.  Avalos noted the scarcity of space when it is sacred and 
observed conflict as a natural economic consequence.  Space is redefined in Germany since 
postwar reeducation and cultural shifts.  Pre-Holocaust Jewish Germans were more likely to be 
socially considered occupants than citizens with rights and acceptance they have today. A 
monument to the Opernplatz book burning designed by Micha Ullmann, shown below, reveals 
that this ground was once removed. If someone merely gazed downward to the glass floor, the 
most immediate reflection is a human face; then deeper, the crime. The twentieth century world 
conflicts perpetuated through a gross reconstitution of sacred human worth, and can only truly be 
resolved in the work of every subsequent generation knowing such history.  
 Preservation is a means for social 
justice.  It provides historical evidence to 
be respected enough for its hurt and 
shame to be appropriately acknowledged. 
History can be read perhaps more easily 
than it is rewritten with compassion. In 
German, the word Geschichte is used for 
both story and history, the significance of 
which is sometimes forgotten in other 
vernacular.  The latter meaning fulfills 
socially constructed determinants of 
healthy objectivity, risking a distance and 
consequent loss of the observer’s 
comprehension.  Thus history and story 
are not synonymous, and so each must be 
respected. Hitler’s Mein Kampf reads like 
a philosophy of text: “To retain the 
essential, to forget the non-essential.”xlviii 
Exclusion is a mechanism of illusory 
power.  When books are burned, it in effect eliminates the personal experience of the author to 
an event.  As a result the interpretation of the event could be in more or absolute control of the 
dominant party. Furthermore, exclusive truth inevitably perpetuates violence.  A young Hitler 
Figure 4  “Bebelplatz Night of Shame Monument.”  Photo 
by Siirila 
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projected, “Any attempt to combat a philosophy with methods of violence will fail in the end, 
unless the fight takes the form of attack for a new spiritual attitude.”xlix Censorship is sometimes 
this holy battle. All future is affected unless there is a quest to save the human story.  Professor 
Wiesel tells his class, “In remembering one we remember all.  That is how memory is; it is 
inclusive.”l  
Thus, through insight of what fed the fire at Berlin’s Opernplatz, students of humanity 
move from destruction to contemporary practice of witness.  Possibilities of final solutions may 
not or ought not to exist, but faith with certainty is an ingredient to the notion of sustainable 
peace. The task of the educator is to reject ignorance. Simultaneously, they must willingly make 
a Volfian embrace to acknowledge the history of ignorant actions. After the book burning 
extinguished, the academic responsibility is now vested in active memory and forever 
questioning what remains.  Conclusive remarks of this paper are considerate of the Judeo-
Christian lens, but equally concerned for ethics in the academy apart.  Humboldt University 
published a collection of laments by professors upon the fiftieth anniversary of the campus book 
burning.li  Their voices decried the fascist affliction against the institution and its sociopolitical 
victims.  Powerful slogans in other works such as “Democracy buys books”lii not only reflect a 
political agenda for free German society, but personal participation in the transformation 
process.  The Humboldt essays published while Berlin’s residents felt a presence of alienation 
within their local community before the Wall was broken.  Therefore the light of the Opernplatz 
fire is no less significant to passions informed by our living contexts.    
The fiery revolt began in the university and will end there, so long as the institution is 
faithful to its purpose and humanity is what we seek to learn.   Lest we forget the importance of 
memory, a compilation of psychological research on trauma links cross-generational 
preservation to preventative measures.liii During the introduction of Professor Wiesel’s course on 
Faith and Destruction, after a student asked why he returned to teaching such a devastatingly 
intimate subject, the professor spoke as solemnly as he was succinct: “In truth, because I am 
getting old.”liv The Holocaust is not a matter to retire from education; the implications of its 
symbolism are far too wide reaching.  Adolf Hitler’s self-discovered metamorphosis into world 
protagonist was the moment he understood history.lv  Truly, Hitler’s name is known as well as 
the myth he made for himself; but it would be shameful to call that legacy.  
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